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Abstract 
Classrooms are recognised as social contexts, with often clearly defined role relationships. Teacher-student and student-student 
interactions in a classroom are essential since this is when learning takes place. This is more valid for language classrooms, 
where the teacher language serves a number of purposes such as organising learning, providing meaningful input, controlling 
and eliciting learner output, amongst others. It is not surprising, therefore, that language teachers often modify their language in 
the classroom to optimize learning. With the classroom discourse playing a fundamental role in language classrooms, classroom 
discourse and teacher talk has been subject to inquiry. The purpose is both to understand the nature of language classroom as a 
social context and to improve teaching/learning process through making optimal use of the target language in the classroom. 
This study adds to the body of study looking into classroom discourse, but in a simulated micro-teaching setting. Specifically, 
this talk will report the findings of an ongoing research project on the use of teacher questions by ELT students in a Turkish 
state university. As a partial requirement for some of their courses in their pre-service training, ELT students do micro-
teachings where they plan and teach a lesson to their peers. In this study, 60 students’ micro-teachings for two courses have 
been recorded for four academic terms; and student teachers’ use of questions has been analysed. The initial findings show that 
student teachers use questions for organising the learning environment more than for eliciting meaningful output or scaffolding 
the language. The findings will have implications for pre-service teacher education programmes as well as in-service training. 
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1. Introduction 
The role of teacher talk plays a crucial role in language classroom. Teachers’ use of the target language fulfills a 
number of purposes including modeling language, eliciting information, providing input and opportunities for 
output, as well as managing the lesson, the nature of interaction in the lesson, and organizing the learning 
environment. With the emergence of social constructivist approaches to learning, the role of language in the 
learning process has come under spotlight (McNeil, 2012). In foreign language education, communicative approach 
to language teaching added emphasis to the role of classroom discourse in learning a foreign language. When 
Sinclair and Coulthard (1992) turned their attention to the structure of a classroom, for example, they discovered 
that lessons followed a structure of teacher-student interaction of Initiation, Response, Feedback (IRF), and that 
teachers made use of certain words and phrases to move from one stage of the lesson to the next. The IRF sequence 
in language classrooms has been criticised often for the lack of authentic, genuine communication it causes 
(Seedhouse, 2004; Toth, 2011) and teacher control (Boyd & Rubin, 2006). Recent research, however; suggests that 
IRF does fulfill pedagogical functions in the language classroom (Toth, 2011). Seedhouse (2004), for example, 
discusses at length the problems with the criticisms to IRF cycles. Yet, the quality of student output and the 
possibility of negotiation of meaning allowed by a strict IRF structure remain an unresolved issue.  
Boyd and Rubin remark that IRF sequence often uses display questions, which do not easily generate elaborate 
student output (2006). Similarly, Christoph and Nystrand (2001) suggest that to increase teacher-student interaction 
in the language classroom, teachers’ use of authentic questions and follow-up questions are crucial. While in 
authentic communication most questions are referential, whose answers are unknown to the person asking the 
question; in language classrooms most common type of questions asked by language teachers are display questions, 
to which the teacher already knows the answer (Faruji, 2011; McNeil, 2012; Xin, Luzheng & Biru, (2011).  
Yet, display questions are not unique to language classrooms only and are also common in the first language 
acquisition process (Walsh, 2011). On the other hand, referential questions are more common in everyday 
conversations and in the language classroom they generate “longer and more syntactically complex” responses 
(McNeil, 2012, p. 397). In addition, they offer the possibility of negotiation of meaning, which is critical to help 
learners acquire language through working on the gaps between input and output. Therefore, teachers should be 
mindful of the potential for authentic communication through use of referential questions. As Walsh himself notes 
teachers “should be concerned to engage learners in the classroom discourse … promote opportunities for self-
expression, facilitate and encourage clarification by the learners” (2002, p.5).  
The distinction of display – referential questions are beneficial to understand the nature of interaction in the 
language classroom but the nature of teacher-student interaction also depends on whether teachers’ questions are 
open-ended or close-ended. While a referential question, e.g. “Have you enjoyed the film?” will produce a short 
yes/no response; a display question, e.g. “What happened when Alice followed the white rabbit?” can generate a 
long, elaborate answer. In this study questions that generate one or two word responses are considered close-ended 
questions. 
Teachers’ questions, as all teacher talk, also serve to scaffold language. Cullen (2002), for example, 
demonstrates the potential of display questions to scaffold learners’ language while showing the potential of open-
ended, referential questions to follow-up on students’ responses to generate richer student output. On the other 
hand, McNeil reports referential questions’ being reformulated, repeated, and supported with assisting questions for 
the scaffolding purposes (2012).   
It is possible to analyse interaction in the language classroom through a number of frameworks. This study uses 
self-evaluation of teacher talk (SETT) suggested by Walsh (2006, 2011) due to its purpose, “to promote awareness 
and understanding of the role of interaction in class-based learning and to help teachers improve their practices” 
(2011, p.110). This reflective purpose is considered to be particularly of value to improving ELT students’ teaching 
practices, who were the participants of this study. Walsh identifies four micro-contexts, which he terms ‘modes’ in 
classroom discourse: managerial mode, classroom context mode, skills and systems mode and materials mode (for 
a detailed discussion of these modes please see Walsh, 2011) and student teachers’ questions were analysed 
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looking into how they were distributed in these four modes to get an understanding of the teacher-student 
interaction realized by the student teachers in each of these modes of classroom discourse. 
2. Methodology 
In this study ELT students’ use of questions in their micro-teachings was analyzed to answer the following 
questions: 
 
x What is the distribution of student teachers’ questions in four modes of classroom discourse?  
x What is the distribution of student teachers’ questions regarding close-ended / open-ended and display / 
referential questions? 
 
2.1 The participants 
 
The participants in this study were 60 ELT students who took Teaching Language Skills I and Teaching 
Language Skills II courses in 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 academic years. Teaching Language Skills I course 
focuses on teaching and learning listening, speaking, vocabulary and pronunciation while Teaching Language 
Skills II course focuses on teaching reading, writing and grammar in English.  
 
2.2 Data Collection 
 
As partial requirement of the courses mentioned above, student teachers taught 20 minute-long lessons to their 
peers. 60 micro-teachings were audio-recorded and transcribed. In total 681 questions asked in 60 micro-teachings 
were analysed. The questions were analysed by considering the pedagogic goal each question was asked to fulfill, 
using the four modes suggested by Walsh (2011). In addition, whether the questions were open or close-ended, 
display or referential was also investigated. 
  
3.  Findings 
As presented in Table 1 out of the 681 questions asked in total, 306 were in Material mode. 
Table 1. Distribution of ELT students’ questions in four modes of SETT 
Mode (f) 
Material 306 
Manegerial 213 
Classroom Context 108 
Skills and Systems 54 
  
In tables 2- 5 the types of questions asked in each mode will be presented. 
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Table 2.  Materials Mode 
Question type (f) Examples 
Close-ended Display 202 Comprehension questions 
Matching activities 
Open-ended Display 82 What do you see in the picture? 
When is the next (national) holiday? 
What are symptoms of cold?  
Open-ended 
Referential 
11 Do you know budgie? 
Were you surprised? 
Do you agree?  
Close-ended 
Referential 
11 How do you think the story ends? 
Where is (your partner from)? 
Which birds do you know?  
 
The most commonly asked question types in Materials mode was display questions. Close-ended display 
questions were overwhelmingly more than all the other question types in this mode. Student teachers’ use of 
questions in this mode did not provide any input or require output to practice the language itself but were only 
asked to elicit answers to the questions in the course book used, e.g. “What’s the answer to the first question?”, 
“What about 1.a?” and so on. Open-ended display questions were asked to refer the learners to the course book or 
materials used. Referential questions were much fewer in number and they were asked to either refer the learners to 
the materials or to build on the materials used. 
 
Table 3. Managerial Mode 
Question type (f) Examples 
Close-ended Referential 114 Are you ready? 
Is it clear? 
Do you like fairy tales? 
Do you want to play a game? 
Can you remember these words? 
Would you like to listen to the recording again?  
Close-ended Display 36 Do you know what ‘going out with someone’ 
means? 
Do you call secretary to make an appointment (to 
see the doctor)? 
Do you remember what we studied in the last 
lesson?  
Open-ended Display 18 When we meet new people, what do we ask them? 
What can cause interruption on the phone? 
For which places do you make a reservation? 
Open-ended Referential 15 What do you put on your pizza? 
Why do you phone your friends? 
What do you do if there is an emergency? 
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The most commonly used questions in Managerial mode was close-ended questions, making up 150 out of 213 
questions asked in this mode. The majority of the close-ended referential questions were asked at the very 
beginning of the lesson either at the warm-up or the pre-listening or pre-reading phases where the student teachers’ 
aim was to introduce the theme, context, topic, and so on. For example, the question “Do you know what ‘going 
out with someone’ means?” was asked to move on to presentation of new vocabulary. Second most commonly 
asked question types were close-ended display questions, the majority of which were used to introduce the next 
phase of the lesson. Open-ended questions were much fewer in number compared to close-ended questions. Similar 
to close-ended display questions, open-ended questions were also used to introduce the next phase of the lessons. 
 
Table 4 Classroom context mode 
Question type (f) Examples 
Close-ended 
Referential 
63 Do you like hot weather? 
What does your father do? 
Did you see anything unusual? 
Do you have pets?  
Open-ended 
Referential 
45 What did you do last night? 
What’s your favourite movie? 
Do you have bad days like this? 
Why do people make prank calls?  
 
All the questions asked in this mode were referential questions. The questions asked in this mode did not have 
the aim of building on materials or the language nor were they asked to introduce a new phase in the lesson. In each 
case, the student teachers took the opportunity to inquire about the learners themselves. However, overall there 
were only two follow-up questions and two comprehension checks. Although referential questions themselves 
presented the opportunity for more follow-up questions and negotiation of meaning, student teachers chose not to 
follow up on these points. 
 
Table 5. Skills and Systems mode 
Question type (f) Examples 
Close-ended Display 25 Carpet? Is it a noun? 
What type of animal is this?  
Open-ended Display 15 What is a ‘relative clause’? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
being a female bus driver? 
Open-ended 
Referential 
9 How would you spend the money? 
What should she do? 
What will happen next year?  
Close-ended 
Referential 
5 How old is your friend?  
 
The lowest number of questions asked was for Skills and Systems. Again, the most commonly asked question 
type was display questions, with close-ended display questions being the most frequent ones. All the questions 
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asked in this mode were to either get the students to produce the target structures or to raise metalinguistic 
awareness.  
 
4.  Conclusion 
In Materials and Skills and Systems modes, the most commonly asked questions were display questions, while 
in Managerial mode the most frequently asked questions were close-ended. It can be suggested that in Skills and 
Systems mode, display questions are used to scaffold the language. In Materials mode, however, student teachers’ 
choice of eliciting answers to questions in materials by asking “Next question? The third one?” and so on, raise the 
question of the student teachers’ perceptions of use of materials in language classrooms. Their absence as teachers 
in this mode and their choice to only deliver the course book content is critical considering that the biggest number 
of questions asked were in this mode, with almost half of all the questions asked overall. 
The limited number of questions in Skills and Systems mode show that this mode of micro-teaching relies 
heavily on one way communication, with increased teacher-talk. Greater use of display questions in this mode is 
due to student teachers’ use of questions for scaffolding. 
Close-ended questions were made use of very heavily. Out of the 681 questions asked, 456 were close-ended. 
Often the student teachers asked an open-ended question only to reformulate it as a close-ended question without 
any wait time, e.g. “How do you make an appointment to see a doctor? Do you call his secretary?” This can be a 
result of the time limitation in micro-teachings. Each student teacher had 20 minutes and the limited amount of 
time was a concern on their part. Therefore, it is possible that the students’ worry about timing led them to 
reformulating questions. However, it should also be considered that their peers as their pretend-learners, they did 
not need really need to reformulate open-ended questions. 
Finally, the fact that the learners in these micro-teachings were actually student teachers’ peers and that these 
lessons did not take place in real classrooms but in pretend-lessons might have led to the limited use of questions 
for negotiation of meaning. At the same time, a large number of display questions will limit negotiation of meaning 
in real classrooms too. Therefore, student teachers’ awareness should be raised on the role of display and referential 
questions for negotiation of meaning in the classrooms and on their own use of these questions. 
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